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Researcher (female): What words do you and your friends use to refer to other student engineers? 



Men Student Engineers: Just like any engineering school. You ’d have the nerds, the geeks, the 
person who breaks the curve, the one who sits in the comer of the classroom upfront, 
answering all the questions ( A-4 ), squids - the nerds of the nerds. ...You know; we’re 
basically all nerds here (A- 12). 



Researcher Do these terms include women? 



Men Student Engineers: When I think of them [the identity terms], I think of guys more, just 
because there ’s more guys here I can associate names with. But I don ’t know, a lot of the 
girls, I can t really think of a name (A-6)....[When I think of] the nerd-type profile - the 
pocket-protector-nerd kind of guys, you don ’t think of women as that, I guess. At least at 
this school, I think guys here so much appreciate that a girl chose to come to this campus 
that you’re just like “Great!,” you know. There’s so many guys that you can say this 
guy’s a nerd, the pocket-protector-wearing guy (A- 16). 

Researcher Are there terms that refer only to women? 




Men Student Engineer, ; Well, first of all you think, how many girls go into engineering ? How 
many of them can come to Public Engineering School [ PES ]? And then, how many of 
them are pretty? You re down to about 2. [Women students] come here as freshmen. And 
in high school, they might have just been average or cute, but they come here and 
compared to everybody else, all the other girls, either drop out or have a boyfriend or are 
just nothing to look at. They come here and immediately they get all this attention [from 
men students] and everybody’s wanting to take them out.... [Going out] becomes so fun 
that they don t do homework. They find other things to do. Sooner or later, they* re gone 
after a semester, after a year. It’s back to the same situation, the next girl that comes 
through is going to [do those same things] and the girls that stay get labeled. [They are 
called] PES-woman and everyone thinks a PES-woman is big, ugly, easy. Sluts. 
Whatever. Just because they have to have gone out with so many people or, I don ’t know, 
just that they’re nothing. They get labeled that way and you spend four years going 
through a school, usually five years, with that label - just because you ’re a girl and you go 
through PES. There are some girls here who really have their act together and they’re 
really pretty and they ve gone through the program and are very smart and they deserve the 
jobs they get. But I think for the most part, I can generalize the women that go here and I 
am in no way impressed by them (A-2). 
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INTRODUCTION 



Though some men student engineers described women’s place on campus in less- 
demeaning terms, this dialogue (of representative responses men student engineers gave during 
cultural-identity interviews) illustrates the common wisdom about women’s place on one 
engineering campus. Here, women student engineers face a central cultural hurdle that is made 
apparent in the talk about what kinds of persons belong in engineering. At Public Engineering 
School (PES), there are no terms for talking about women engineers as engineers, as members of 
the engineering community. While practicing engineering (for 15 years), I realized that women did 
not “belong” in engineering, but could not put my finger on why. Only after leaving engineering 
to pursue interests in the education of girls and women for math- and science-intensive careers did 
I begin to appreciate how engineering culture perpetuates itself as male-dominated and constructs 
women on its margins. 

Over the last 10 plus years, in conversations about leaving engineering, many former 
engineers and scientists, women and men, summarized their reasons with one phrase: “I couldn’t 
believe what I had become .” This notion of “becoming” motivated my research as I followed how 
women and men student engineers developed engineering identities at PES, especially how 
engineering-student cultural identities flow with and through gender, learning and knowledge, and 
relations of power. Rather than investigating ways to change girls and women to make them an 
easier fit with engineering customs, I focus on the circumstances in engineering education that 
make it a place where women are neither welcome, nor taken seriously. 

This paper emphasizes the kinds of persons that engineering education produces, those 
cultural identities taken for granted at PES to connote belonging, those that give strong messages 
about not belonging, and those that are missing. If, as Lave and Wenger (1991) assert, identities 
play a key role in motivating learning to be a participant in a community of practice, then it is 
crucial to know just what sorts of engineering-student identities exist in engineering education and 
who is included or excluded from them? Though the research literature is largely silent on such 
identities (Eisenhart, 1996, being a notable exception), I expected to find a cultural system of 
belonging that provides a cultural lens on what makes it difficult for women to become full-fledged 
members of engineering. In particular, I look for the “ways in which the stable and enduring 
features of our everyday world are assembled through historical processes and in concrete social 
settings,... [and how] people’s everyday practices exhibit, indeed generate, the social [and cultural] 
structures of the relevant domain” (Mehan, 1993, p. 243). 

Women in Engineering 

Apparently engineering works on women in ways that are markedly different from its 
impact on men. The continuing imbalance in the numbers of women and men studying and 
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practicing engineering perplexes me. Even 25 years after legislation removed the formal barriers 
that had kept many women out of engineering, women (in 1993) accounted for fewer than 15% of 
the degrees earned in engineering and fewer than 8% of engineering jobs (NSF, 1996). Since the 
early 1980s, the rate of increase of women in engineering has declined and has been virtually level 
since 1985. While this trend paralleled that of all academic disciplines (Jacobs, 1995), engineering 
remains the most male-dominated area of academic study among scientific and engineering 
professions. 

Seymour and Hewitt (1997) investigated the reasons undergraduate science, math, and 
engineering (S.M.E.) students leave these disciplines. S.M.E. faculty perceive these students as 
appropriately leaving S.M.E. majors because of student deficits: “on the one hand, wrong 
choices, under-preparation, lack of interest or ability, incompetence, incapacity for hard work, or, 
on the other, by the discovery of a passion for some other discipline” ( pp. 391-392). Seymour 
and Hewitt systematically disprove each of these misperceptions. In fact, their data show that 
those students who leave S.M.E. majors are indistinguishable from those who stay. Seymour and 
Hewitt report that “a far greater contribution to S.M.E. attrition is made by problems which arise 
from the structures of the educational experience and the culture of the disciplines (as objectified in 
the attitudes and practices of SME faculty) than by problems of personal inadequacy, aptitude for 
other disciplines, or the appeal of other majors” (p. 392, emphasis added). They articulated their 
sense of the depth of changes needed before women would find science, math, and engineering 
disciplines welcoming: 

Programs for women which seek to address attrition solely by reconciling the relatively few 
women who use them to a learning environment which is inherently opposed to the needs of 
female S.M.E. [science, math, and engineering] students as a whole, are doomed from their 
inception. Those S.M.E. faculty who are serious about making the education they offer as 
available to their daughters as to their sons are, we posit, facing the prospect of dismantling a 
large part of its traditional pedagogical structure, along with the assumptions and practices 
which support it. (Seymour & Hewitt, 1997, p. 314) 

I wondered if recent reform efforts in engineering education, especially adding innovative 

engineering design courses to the engineering curriculum, would in fact have this dismantling 

effect. I was to find that even in courses where the “pedagogical structure” was ostensibly 

dismantled, underlying cultural practices prevailed. 

On another front, McDwee and Robinson (1992) provide the most thorough investigation 
of women in engineering to date. Working in 1986, they identified a random sample of 1000 
graduates (from 1976-1985) from electrical and mechanical engineering programs at two public 
engineering colleges in southern California. One of the universities was an elite site (CEU - 
California Elite University) and the other less so (PSU - Public State University). They focused 
on electrical and mechanical engineers because they are the largest engineering specialties and both 
are rapidly growing. Former students received a survey that 65% completed and returned. Of 
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these, 263 respondents indicated a willingness to participate in follow-up interviews and, from this 
pool, 30 men and 53 women were randomly selected and interviewed. This sampling technique 
allowed Mcllwee and Robinson to compare the work experiences of similarly-educated women and 
men. The survey covered work backgrounds, attitudes toward their work, things about work that 
bothered them, and background about their outside-of-work (family) lives. The in-depth 
interviews elaborated on work histories, current jobs, educational histories, and family situations. 
With this research method, they could follow engineers from high school, through college, and 
into the workforce at a variety of companies. 

Mcllwee and Robinson found that most women became engineers because of their math 
and science skills in high school. They worked hard in college and thrived on the academic 
challenge. In college, where professors (who are engineering faculty and closely affiliated with 
academic goals and not practicing engineers per se ) value academic performance above all else, 
women’s academic talents were recognized and rewarded. However, women’s lack of tinkering 
skills - which were not remediated at college - led to women feeling insecure about hands-on 
competence. Though hands-on skills played only a minor role in college success, when women 
moved into jobs, their lack of tinkering skills quickly became a salient feature that marked women 
as not belonging. 

Women graduated from college and found well-paying jobs, receiving starting salaries at or 
above their male counterparts. However, within 10 years, women occupied lower-status positions 
than men. According to Mcllwee and Robinson’s respondents, different types of engineering 
work have different prestige ( pp. 80-82). The hierarchy they elicited encompassed both 
engineering and engineering-management jobs (listed below from high status to lower status): 

Managers: 

Upper management with corporate-level responsibilities 

Mid-level management with responsibilities for a portion of the production process 

Senior engineers and project managers, supervising other engineers 

Engineers: 

Design engineers, who create new “ solutions ” or technologies 

Research and development engineers, who put new technologies into production 

Production engineers, who maintain production processes 

Sales and marketing engineers 

Moving up the status ladder distanced engineers from the non-engineering world and managers 
from practicing engineers. 

Mcllwee and Robinson found women in less prestigious jobs than men. This could not be 
explained by differences in education or career continuity. Furthermore, “...a significant number 
of women who started their careers in high-status design jobs actually experienced downward 
mobility over time” (p. 84, emphasis theirs). The disparity between women and men engineers 
could not be explained by differences in work-related values. Though women’s self-confidence 
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and assertiveness were lower than men’s, these factors could not explain the employment 
disparities. That is, “women with high levels of self-confidence and assertiveness are not found in 
higher status positions as consistently as their male counterparts. Moreover, the work positions of 
women are not helping them build these resources, as they are for men” (p. 93). 

By looking closely at the experiences of women in aerospace and high tech firms (not via in 
situ fieldwork observations, but via in-depth interviews), Mcllwee and Robinson conclude that the 
more important feature of engineering workplaces is the extent to which engineers hold power in 
the firms, especially “power to enforce a culture of aggressive, technically-oriented engineering, to 
create a work style comfortable to them as men” (p. 138). “[W]omen’s mobility is greatest where 
the culture of engineering is minimized by bureaucratization and affirmative action... [and] this 
tends to mitigate the emphasis on male-defined displays of technical competence, to the benefit of 
women” (p. 138). For Mcllwee and Robinson, “it is women’s membership, not their competence, 
that is at question. They do not conform, or more accurately, do not appear to conform, to the 
culture of the workplace” (p. 138, emphasis theirs). In particular, the lack of interactional 
resources - hands-on skills, self-promotion, and self-confidence - places women at a disadvantage. 

Mcllwee and Robinson chronicled an engineering power hierarchy and women’s 
subordination within it and I found another such power hierarchy at PES. In this paper, drawn 
from a larger research project (Tonso, 1997), I examine women student engineers situated in an 
engineering education culture, delineate the relations of power being promoted, document how 
various conceptions of learning and knowledge are linked to power, and demonstrate how current 
cultural practices subordinate women. My fine-grained analysis revealed that women’s purported 
lack of interactional resources had little to do with their “disadvantage.” In fact, my focus on 
courses explicitly organized to “remediate” hands-on skills and other interactional resources (e.g., 
technical drawing, communications, and teamwork) will demonstrate that women engineers with a 
full measure of interactional resources (of the sort Mcllwee and Robinson found lacking) do not, 
and cannot, belong as engineers at PES. The dilemma that Mcllwee and Robinson articulate is not 
about women and their engineering skills, but is rather about the myriad ways that engineering 
cannot recognize women as engineers. 

Public Engineering School 

Public Engineering School (PES) is a state-supported college of engineering with programs 
typical of those at many engineering colleges. Undergraduate engineering enrollment was close to 
2300 students, about 14% are ethnic minorities 1 . PES is coeducational and always has been. 



Though I intended to study issues of race and ethnicity, students from minority groups seemed too “recognizable” 
to secure their identities. Not only were there few student teams with more than one minority student, but also 
minority students seemed to come to the attention of faculty to a greater degree than their white colleagues. I found 
the same over-exposure” safety concerns for anyone perceived as not living up to the heterosexual norms of the 
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Women students comprised over 20% of the undergraduate enrollment (somewhat higher than the 
18% average nationally, reported in the American Society for Engineering Education’s 1995-1996 
Survey). I chose PES because it stood out as an engineering college with more women students 
and professors than national averages, as well as considerable collective will to address concerns 
about women’s education in engineering. PES promoted learning more about the practical side of 
engineering by adding engineering design classes to their curriculum over a decade ago. Every 
student took design courses during their first, second and fourth years of study - a total of 6 
semesters of study, though only about 11% of their total course load. 

Engineering design classes are a serious attempt to change the shape of engineering 
education and to accord status to the more-practical side of engineering. Design projects are 
considerably larger than textbook exercises, requiring teamwork for successful completion. Since 
teamwork is the industry norm, learning to work in teams is considered necessary training for all 
engineers. Design classes have the potential to incorporate complex real-world projects that are 
similar to those faced by practicing engineers, instead of the approach taken in conventional 
engineering courses that center on smaller bodies of knowledge, abstracted from the real world, 
with neat, clean, one-right-answer solutions. As innovative engineering courses expected to 
extend the “book-learning” of other courses, engineering design courses provide opportunities for 
teams of student engineers to complete real-world, often messy, projects that require not only 
gathering information from clients about their needs and interests, but also applying scientific, 
mathematical, and engineering principles to specific situations, as well as learning to communicate 
with industry employees ranging across the workplace from hourly laborers, to engineers, 
engineering managers, and non-technical managers. 

I selected classrooms taught by engineering educators known for their skills teaching 
engineering design and recognized for their contributions to women’s participation in engineering. 
Within these classrooms, I selected teams of women and men students, choosing only teams with 
more than one woman. I followed three teams in a one-semester, first-year, engineering design 
class (seven women and five men) and two teams in a two-semester, senior-year, engineering 
design class (four women and seven men). 

The research methodology for the larger study encompassed primarily qualitative data 
sources, with an emphasis on ethnography: 

• a curriculum analysis (after Nespor, 1990), 

• a survey of students’ perceptions of the differences between design and non-design 
engineering courses (274 students split almost evenly among design and non-design courses at 
first-year and senior levels, including women and men in proportions representative of campus 
populations; analysis using multiple analysis of variance, MANOVA), 

campus culture. Both of these issues deserve far more study using a research design that better ensures anonymity. 
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• a paired set of interviews that elicited engineering-student cultural-identity terms and their 
categorization (analysis after Holland & Skinner, 1987), and 

• in-depth participant-observation of student teams and classrooms, and ethnographic interviews 
of students on teams and of professors of design classes (analysis after Spradley, 1979, 1980; 
vignettes written ala Van Maanen, 1988). 

This paper depends heavily on locating women’s place (or lack thereof) in the decontextualized 
cultural-identity categories and on documenting how students practice engineering in ways that 
cohere to cultural pasts while engaged in the everyday world of senior students’ engineering design 
teamwork. As will become evident, the production of Woman as not belonging among engineers 
becomes a demonstration of membership in the community of practice. 

I suspected that engineering identities played a key role in women’s marginalization. To 
investigate these matters, I wondered: 

• What are the varieties of engineering-student cultural identities in the PES community of 
practice and how are cultural-identity categories organized? 

• How are these identities manifested, constructed, acted upon, and engaged during the everyday 
practical activities of teamwork associated with design classes? 

• Where do women belong in these identities and practices (or not)? 

• How does cultural power, that is built into, and produced by, the cultural system, shape the 
everyday practices of engineering education and produce women’s invisibility? 

WOMEN’S “PLACE” IN ENGINEERING EDUCATION 

In this section, I summarize the cultural-identity terrain (Tonso, 1997, contains a thorough 
explication), discuss how senior students enacted identities as they went about their engineering 
design teamwork, and illustrate how belonging at PES ultimately meant not-belonging for women 
as engineers. At PES cultural identities configure the playing field upon which student engineers 
learn to practice their profession. 

Embodied Practices in Engineering-Student Cultural-Identities 

Mature-practitioner identities, according to Lave and Wenger (1991), motivate becoming a 
member of a community of practice. In addition to speaking as if each community of practice was 
headed toward a known final endpoint, such as tailor or butcher. Lave and Wenger provided no 
methodological route through which to elicit cultural categories of mature-practitioner identities 
from community members. I filled this gap by modeling my mature-practitioner data-collection 
strategies after Dorothy Holland and Debra Skinner’s (1987) study of the cultural models behind 
Americans’ talk about gender types. Using a two-stage elicit-and-sort interview protocol, I first 
elicited cultural-identity terms from 17 student engineers (6 women and 1 1 men), asking them to 
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list “all of the terms they use to refer to each other as student engineers” and to describe each of the 
terms in the list. I labeled these the “A” interviews and numbered student interviewees A-l, A-2, 
etc. After eliciting terms, I made a comprehensive list of terms (from audiotape transcripts) and 
counted the number of students who gave each term. There were 36 terms (listed here with the 
number of students who gave the term): 

Table 1: Most-Prevalent Identity Terms (asterix indicates female-marked terms, others are male) 



slacker 


10 


over-achiever 


2 


be tty* 


i 


nerd 


9 


dormie 


2 


super-engineer nerd 


i 


geek 


5 


dork 


2 


loner 


i 


jock 


4 


greek 


2 


technogeek 


i 


frat guy 


3 


frat boy 


2 


computer whiz 


i 


PES-woman* 


3 


fraternity man 


2 


nerdboy 


i 


sorority girl* 


3 


sorority woman* 


2 


typical engineer 


i 


squid 


3 


brown-noser 


2 


hacker 


i 


studious 


2 


leader 


2 


computer-nerd 


i 


follower 


2 


anal 


2 


enginerd 


i 


big-man-on-campus 

(BMOC) 


2 


hard-core over- 
achiever 


1 


curve-breaker 


i 


hard-worker 


2 


sorority chick* 


1 


frat brother 


i 



I created a deck of terms that included every term that more than one student mentioned, as well as 
terms mentioned only once in the interviews but that I heard elsewhere during classes and team 
meetings. 

In the second stage (sorting), I asked 1 1 student engineers (4 women and 7 men, all of 
whom had been “A” interviewees, as well as being seniors on the design teams I was following 
closely) to sort the most frequently elicited terms into “categories that make sense to you” and to 
“tell me why you put terms together in each group and to describe how the categories differed.” 
The timing of the sorting (identity) interviews coincided with my fieldwork in senior design and 
came at the end of my final ethnographic interview with senior student engineers. I labeled these 
the “B” interviews and numbered student interviewees B-l, B-2, etc. 

Cultural-Identities at PES 

Three cultural-identities categories emerged in the cultural model underpinning student 
engineers talk about belonging at PES: Greeks, Academic- Achievers, and Nerds (Fig. 1). 
Students lumped Greeks and Academic- Achievers together into a super-category they referred to as 
Over-Achievers. Within each of the three categories, a rich discourse about belonging in 
engineering education developed. For men, belonging meant having a wide variety of ways to 
practice engineering recognized in the culture. For women, belonging was a far more constrained 
set of possibilities; none of which connoted belonging as an engineer. 

Status organized the categories relative one to the other. Belonging among high-status 
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Over- Achievers, relative to the Nerds, denoted over-achieving along one of two dimensions: 
socializing or studying. For Greeks, over-socializing implied not only spending inordinate 
amounts of time at parties and other sorority and fraternity events, but also participating in campus- 
wide “leadership” roles on committees relevant to student life and becoming visible in the campus 
administrative realms. For Academic-Achievers, over-studying meant coming to the attention of 
the faculty and subsequently the campus administration via near-perfect scores on homework, 
projects, and in-class exams, and ultimately stratospheric grade-point averages. For Over- 
Achievers, the extent to which one was willing to take advantage of other people in order to 
maintain one’s status in the PES success system delineated ethical and unethical Over-Achievers. 
Terms near the middle of the Over- Achiever map (Fig. 1) refer to respectable ways to practice 
over-achieving: studious, hard-working, over-achiever (among Academic-Achievers) and greeks, 
fraternity man, fraternity brother, sorority woman (among Greeks), plus the term leader which 
links Greek and Academic-Achiever categories. On the other end of the spectrum, students 
referred to the unethical uses of power by saying someone “went too far.” The went-too-far 
cultural identities include: hard-core over-achievers, anal, brown-noser, and curve-breaker (among 
Academic Achievers, up and to the right on Fig. 1), and frat boy, frat, guy, jock, BMOC, and 
slacker (among Greeks, up and to the left on Fig. 1). 

Among Over-Achievers, no terms refer to women among Academic-Achievers and only 
five Greek terms refer to women: sorority woman, sorority girl, sorority chick, betty, and PES- 
woman. Sorority woman is the only respectable term, while sorority girl, sorority chick, and betty 
provide camp-follower identities for women. All five are thought of as men’s subordinate social 
partners in a normatively heterosexual social organization (Eckert, 1993; Holland & Eisenhart, 
1990; Horowitz, 1987). PES-woman has a special status that I will discuss in a moment. 

Belonging among Nerds indicated a commitment to understanding how engineering, 
scientific, and mathematical principles (ostensibly learned in conventional engineering courses) 
gave meaning to complex, real-world situations. Though Nerds spent a large part of their time 
socializing and studying, it was making sense of the real world that motivated their engineering 
practices. Among Nerds, some kinds student engineers were “normal”: computer whiz, 
technogeek, computer nerd, nerd, nerdboy, super-engineer nerd, and enginerd (to the left on the 
Nerd map. Fig. 1). In a variety of ways, these terms indicate plugging away and surviving the 
fast-paced engineering curriculum. Other terms indicated students who were in a variety of ways 
devoid of social skills: hacker, squid, geek, dork, dormie, and loner (to the right on the Nerd map, 
Fig. 1). Among Nerds, no terms include women. 

Cultural-identity terms indicate an elaborate categorization of ways to practice engineering. 
Allow me to illustrate this by discussing Nerd identities. (See Tonso, 1997, for an explanation of 
Over-Achiever terms.) Many students began the recitation of terms in the elicitation interviews by 
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saying we re all nerds. The term “nerd” is at the core of this category. As one student put it, “a 
normal person [here] is pretty abnormal [in the general population]” (A-l). It is “not that bad to be 
a nerd, because nerd can be great. That’s what everybody is trying to do, work a lot... and [take 
school] serious [ly] (A-9). Being a nerd and studying too much is an engineering school survival 
skill, because school almost dictates that you study a lot in order to get your work done” (A-l 1). 

Three other terms incorporated “nerd”: enginerd, super-engineer nerd, and nerdboy. As 
one student explained, enginerd, super-engineer nerd, and nerdboy are affectionate terms. [These 
are the people that you] make fun of, but are glad they’re here” (B-6). Enginerds can turn 
ordinary conversation into an engineering analysis, a kind of engineering word-play. For 
example, one student told of a conversation he had with his roommate, also an engineering major. 
“When I was watching a baseball game with my roommate, we noticed the pitcher’s ERA [eamed- 

run average] was pi over 2 [half the ratio of the circumference of a circle to its diameter or about 
1.57]” (A-6). 

Super-engineer nerd refers to students who combine real-world practical knowledge 
with technical and scientific principles. “[They] figure out the theory and the math behind it and 
you’ve already got all the practical knowledge, so he could build just about anything...! would 
have classified [one student I knew] as a super-engineer nerd, because he read technical manuals 
for fun and had catalogs of resistors by his night stand” (A- 16). A super-engineer nerd “can crank 
out something, thinks about it all the time, and is really in love with this type of stuff....They can 
go crank stuff out.. ..Someone who does the stuff for a hobby, who has the catalog for a hobby, 
and builds these things in their basement on weekends” (B-3). 

Nerdboy refers to a friend who is on the verge of over-studying, of crossing the line from 
studying a lot to studying too much. One student was called nerdboy because “he knew all about 
H-P calculators and computers, [was] good with AutoCAD [a computer-aided drafting program], 
and got a 98 on an exam” (A-4). Another student used nerdboy (and in his case nerdgirl) when 
“I’m trying to be a slacker and someone else is trying to put forth effort on something. I want to 
bring them down to my level.... [Calling them nerdboy means they are] like the human study 
machine, just because it makes you feel better because you’re blowing [studying] off’ (B-3). 

The “nerd”-terms operated in two ways. First, being “nerd-like” implied separating from 
non-engineers, a way of claiming affiliation with engineering. Second, among engineering 
students, identity terms that incorporated “nerd” regulated within-group behaviors. Student 
engineers gave their colleagues not-so-subtle feedback on their behaviors by reference to less-than- 
desirable identity terms. Whenever students made what might be called bone-head mistakes, their 
colleagues said, “You nerd,” implying their engineering skill was suspect. 

Moving away from the “nerd”-terms in the lower left of the identity map and towards the 
top indicates increasing fascination with computers (Fig. 1). Most students on engineering 
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campuses are adept computer users; those who exceed that norm get special names: computer- 
nerd, technogeek, computer whiz, and hacker. Computer-nerds “socialize with their 
computers” (B-l). “All they do is sit in front of the computer. They don’t have a social life; they 
don’t interact with people; they’re just trying to debug the next program; they’re trying to come up 
with another language. [It] makes no sense to any other individual” (A-15). 

By comparison, technogeeks are not considered social outcasts, but they are thought of 
as people who “know all the facts about anything: cars, computers, new inventions” (A-l 1). By 
adding the “-geeks” suffix, student engineers signal an over-zealous collection, and often 
unwanted dissemination, of trivial technical information. 

Computer whiz is “a term of respect for someone who’s gifted with computers” (B-3), 
but whose computer expertise has not resulted in isolation from other people. Computer w hizz es 
“can do anything on a computer and they enjoy it” (A-l 1). “...[T]hese are the people you go to 
when your computer has a virus” (B-5). Having a computer whiz on your team means having an 
especially knowledgeable computer user who enjoys helping solve problems that are beyond the 
skills of most students. In addition, being a computer whiz implies a willingness to help other 
students out of their programming jams. 

Also in the computer-affiliated area, hackers are “gifted at computers and [are] pushing 
the boundaries of computer technology [sometimes finding hples in surveillance and security 
software by unauthorized entry to computers] and some are destructive-minded” (B-3). “You see 
the same person on the same computer every day, just surfing the net” (A- 13) and “trying to hack 
[gain unauthorized access] into computer systems” (B-8). Though computer whizzes use their 
advanced computer skills to provide assistance to others, hackers are on a solo mission and 
impervious to social interactions with non-hackers. On this engineering campus, computer 
whizzes were plentiful and hackers were rare. Being a computer whiz implied using prodigious 
computer skills to succeed academically and to fit into the engineering community, but hackers’ 
increasingly sophisticated computer knowledge served to bypass academically successful 
endeavors, risking a one-way ticket out of engineering college. 

Moving to the right on Figure 1 indicates declining social skills and undesirable engineering 
identities, squids, geeks, and dorks. Squids are “nerds of the nerds, chained to their desks, who 
perform well in school (A- 12), “but have to work at it” (A-7). Squids “are studious to the point 
of absurdity and spend a lot of time in the library. They may not be effective [studiers]” (B-3). By 
working so hard in school, squids “have no social balance in their lives because they spend all their 
time in the library” (B-8). Squids are “really good to have on your team [because] they do all the 
work” (A- 12). In particular, the public display of over-studying, especially in the library where 
one cannot talk, snack, or be interrupted easily, was ridiculed. 

Geeks “lack social skills and the ability to communicate with others. “Geeks don’t do 
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anything on weekends, but study on Saturday and go to bed at 9 [P. M.] on Friday” (A-6). These 
are the people “who sit in the front of classes and want to look smart by asking teachers questions 
that either they already know the answer to or the answer is not important” (A-6). In fact, geeks 
“sit in front of the class, [have their packs open and] are disorganized and sloppy, have no life, 
[and you want to ask] ‘do they do anything?’” (A-4). 

Dorks are the “true” social outcasts among student engineers. “They don’t fit in and are 
obnoxious” (B-6) and are “somebody that’s annoying and bothers you” (A-9). Where nerds, 
squids, and geeks are academically successful, dorks are less so. In fact, they are “proven wrong 
a lot and they piss you off because they do okay, but they don’t deserve it” (B-6), an allusion to 
students who “get where they are by ass-kissing” (B-l 1). 

The final two terms on the Nerd map, dormies and loners, are even more asocial than 
dorks. Dormies live in the dorm, “have no desire to get out on their own” (B-l) (an indication of 
immaturity), “are quiet and studious” (B-l), and “have nothing better to do than watch TV” (A-12) 
or “play computer games on Friday night” (B-2). Loners are those students that no one knows 
because they are “not hugely social people and like to work in their room” (A- 13), implying they 
do not associate even with other dormies, much less the socially-active student engineers. 

Whereas Nerd cultural identities provide several ways to practice engineering, no Nerd 
terms include women. Explaining this one of the students told me: 

You don’t think of women as [Nerds], because (at least at this school) I think guys here so 
much appreciate that a girl chose to come to this campus that you’re just like ‘Great!’ [In 
contrast to the small number of women here, about 25% of the student body], there are so 
many guys that you can say ‘This guy’s a nerd,’ the pocket-protector wearing guy (A-16, a 
man). 

In this comment, he describes how student engineers used identity terms to delineate nuanced 
variations among men student engineers whose larger numbers made it easier to see salient aspects 
of identities, then he infers that men students think about women as women and not as belonging 
in taken-for-granted engineering-student cultural-identity categories. This provides clues about 
women’s “otherness” at PES. There are no female-marked terms among Nerds. A similar void is 
evident among Academic-Achiever terms. And among Greeks (the social Over-Achievers), only 
one respectable term exists and the rest are (some) men’s pejorative stereotypes of women. 

This proved to be an especially troublesome issue for women senior students. Two of the 
four women senior student engineers (Pam and Marianne) demonstrated engineering practices that 
would otherwise place them among the Nerds. Had they been men, I feel reasonably certain their 
colleagues would have thought of them in super-engineer nerd or nerdboy terms. Why is it that 
women who behave in culturally-marked ways, when men are concerned, are not recognized or 
noticed by these cultural-identity frameworks? 
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